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Income, colleges, Universities, and political engagement 
 
Political engagement is a cornerstone of America’s democracy. It is important to define 
and understand the factors that impact political engagement to increase its function. Political 
scientists have identified factors that influence voting habits globally and within individual 
countries. Understanding this idea and finding connections in voting patterns allows a deeper 
understanding of the causes that lead to higher rates of political activity within populations. 
Political scientists have identified which factors are most frequently reported or found as 
motivators for citizens who are most politically active across the globe. A factor noted as 
creating younger voters who are politically active as well as more active voters across all 
demographics is educational attainment. This paper will focus on education, and explore what 
connections if any, there are between Universities in the United States to data measuring political 
activity. 
To explore the extent that education is a factor in American political activity, a look at 
recent research making comparisons to the most recent US census and voting data explores to 
what extent the research is applicable. This is done by examining the data within a limited scope 
controlling for political activity and education. An analysis comparing data maps in the United 
States to recent research confirms the findings of previous studies that find education as leading 
to increased political activity; however certain factors including but not limited to population 
density and access to resources limit the extent to which educational attainment data can predict 
political activity or voter turnout. (Wike & Castillo, 2018; see also College Board, 2020; 
McElrath, 2021; Gimpel et al., 2020). 
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First, an examination of current research is necessary to identify how political activity is 
measured and defined. In a study published in the journal European Political Science, 
researchers outline traditional predictors of political participation; they are political interest, 
internal political efficacy, and political awareness. The study uses a non-random sample of 
liberal arts college students, they identify a notable variance in conceptualizations of politics 
between individuals. In their study, they show that those that perceive more activities as being 
political report being involved in more political activities. The authors note that this is bi-
directional and that it can also be said that those who are involved in many political activities 
have a greater perception of what politics is (Görtz & Dahl, 2020). A study in Europe’s Journal 
of Psychology defines political efficacy as the extent that an individual believes they can impact 
politics (Reichert, 2016).  This study introduces and outlines key definitions for how political 
scientists measure and define these ideas, but most importantly it shows that research continues; 
this outlines the extreme importance placed upon data measuring what impacts political activity. 
The researchers also identify differences in individual perceptions of politics, and differences in 
what issues individuals consider to be politics as factors that motivate political activity.  
To identify how to best measure political activity, looking at a study published by the 
Pew Research Center titled Many Around the World Are Disengaged From Politics, researchers 
surveyed 14,875 citizens across 14 nations. In the study, they write “The survey finds that, aside 
from voting, relatively few people take part in other forms of political and civic participation. 
Still, some types of engagement are more common among young people, those with more 
education, those on the political left and social network users” (Wike & Castillo, 2018). The 
study notes that individuals with higher levels of education are more politically active and 
common political issues such as poverty also motivates political activity, but the most 
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participation is found in elections with increased engagement in all demographics, most notably 
for young people with higher education. The conclusion of this study and others identify election 
voting data among the most consistent methods to measure political activity. The arguments in 
this paper will use the most recent data found from the US Census Bureau and other 
organizations.  
To consider voting trends in the US it is necessary to look at global voting trends in other 
world democracies and compare voter turnout relative to the United States. A report by Desilver 
(2020) defines OECD as, the Organization for Economic Cooperation and Development; this 
organization includes all countries whose data is compared. In the report he writes “Looking at 
the most recent nationwide election in each OECD nation, the U.S. places 30th out of 35 nations 
for which data is available” (Desilver, 2020).  Countries with the top voter turnouts are Turkey, 
reporting 89% voter turnout, and Sweden with an 82% voter turnout. (Desilver, 2020). In this 
report, the data used is from the 2016 election in which 56% of the US voting-age population 
cast a ballot. In a subsequent report, Desilver (2021) compares the US using 2020 election data. 
The report reveals in the 2020 US election 66.2% of the estimated eligible voters participated in 
the election (Desilver, 2020). The turnout of the 2020 election ranks the US as 24th compared to 
other countries (Desilver, 2021). The voter turnout of the US is extremely poor, as compared to 
other countries and compared to research about voter turnout and education level. 
An account of the best Universities in the world places many in the United States. In 
2017 NCES data notes 4,313 higher education institutions across the United States (ProQuest, 
2019). A ranking of world universities by the Center for World University Rankings list’s 8 out 
of the top 10 schools are located in the US. Out of the top 20, 16 are in the US (Center for World 
University Rankings, n.d). The world’s greatest universities are in the United States. This might 
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suggest a highly educated population, however, according to data released by the US Census 
Bureau in September 2020, 33.1% of Americans aged 25 and older had a bachelor’s degree. This 
means that 66% of the country age 25 and up have not completed more than a high school 
degree. 
Bachelor’s degree attainment on a national level is low; however, having a bachelor’s 
degree continues to be a significant indicator for increased political activity. Data published by 
College Board shows that for the 2016 election voter activity data, the percentage of voter 
activity in groups 18 to 24 with no high school diploma was 20 percent; this is much lower than 
those the same age with a bachelor’s degree. If the age of voters remains constant, voters in the 
same age group who had a bachelor’s degree had 60 percent voter activity, with education as the 
only difference (College Board, 2020). This data shows that while national bachelor’s degree 
attainment is 34%, voter activity data among those that have bachelor’s degrees is consistent 
with research that individuals that have higher education are more politically active. As of 2019, 
the highest level of educations completed by 90.1% of the US population was a high school 
diploma (US Census Bureau, March 2020). 
To analyze what impact Universities have, if any, on political activity; first data maps 
will be described then visualizations created by the US Census Bureau and various government 
and non-government agencies will be compared for similarities. The maps are included in 
Appendices A-D. Appendix A is a county-by-county breakdown color-coded to show counties 
with more or less bachelor’s degree holders (McElrath & Martin, 2021). Appendix B is a map 
from a Census Bureau (2018) report that color codes median household income by county for 
2013-2017. Appendix C is a map created under a common-use license that shows a country by 
county breakdown of 2020 election results with blue representing a county won by a democrat 
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and red representing a county won by a republican. (WikiMedia, 2021). Appendix D is an image 
of an interactive map from the United States Department of Education (2019); the map displays 
the location of every higher education institution in the United States. The dots are color-coded 
blue dots represent public universities, green dots represent private nonprofit universities, and 
yellow dots represent private for-profit universities. The information represented on these maps 
does not lead to any absolute conclusions however the map's use of darker colors to signify 
higher values are very similar in areas that use this effect. 
The next step requires a look at the data. Looking at data from the 2020 elections shows 
the top five states with the highest voter turnout were Minnesota, Colorado, Maine, Wisconsin, 
Oregon. The states with the lowest voter turnouts were Oklahoma, Arkansas, Hawaii, West 
Virginia, and Tennessee. (United States Election Project, 2020) (See Appendix E).  A breakdown 
of states by percentage of population 25 and older with a bachelor’s degree starting from the 
state which is #1, Massachusetts at 45% bachelor’s degree holders and number 14 among states 
for voter turnout, Colorado at 42.7% and number 2 among states for voter turnout, New Jersey at 
41.2% and number 8 among states for voter turnout, Maryland at 40.9% and number 20 among 
states for voter turnout, and Connecticut at 39.8% and number 16 among states for voter turnout 
(US Census Bureau, September 2020) (See Appendix F). 
A comparison of states with lowest voter turnout to their rank of state population with at 
least a bachelor’s degree, starting with the state that had lowest voter turnout, Oklahoma ranks at 
44 out of 50 with 26.2%, Arkansas ranks 48 out of 50 at 23.3%, Hawaii ranks at 30 out of 50 
with 33.6%, West Virginia ranks 50 out of 50 at 21.1%, and Tennessee ranks at 39 out of 50 with 
28.7%. These statistics show that all states with populations that are top five among states for 
percent of the population that are bachelor’s degree holders were all in the top 20 for voter 
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turnout. But among the top 5 states for voter turnout, the share of their populations with 
bachelor’s degrees are as follows, Minnesota is 37.3% and ranks 15 out of 50, Maine is 33.2% 
and ranks 25 out of 50, Wisconsin is 31.3% 31 out of 50, and Oregon is 34.5% and ranks 21 out 
of 50; none of these states are among top US states for percentage of population above 25 with a 
bachelor’s degree. Of the top 5 states for voter turnout, only Colorado is also among the top 5 for 
educational attainment (US Census Bureau, September 2020) (Appendix F). 
A closer look at Minnesota reveals some insights. According to the US Census Bureau,  
in 2019 Minnesota had a population of 5.64 million, of which 4.45 million are white  (See 
Appendix G Figure G1.). According to a report from 2017 on the Minnesota state government 
website, 73% of the state's population is in an urban area; which is upwards of 3.9 million 
people. The county breakdown provided by POLITICO LLC (2020) shows that while Biden won 
the state, most of the counties were won by Trump. With these facts in mind, it becomes unclear 
why this state had the highest voter turnout out of every US State. 
A paper published in the journal Political Behavior adds the necessary context to 
understand why. In the study the researchers find that differences between urban and rural 
populations are not based solely on race, socioeconomic factors, or commonly applied 
explanations for urban and rural population differences. They find that differences between 
urban and rural populations are intentional. The paper provides data showing that on average 
Democrats choose to live closer to an urban area, Republicans choose to live farther away from 
an urban area, and independents have an even distribution between the two. Researchers note 
that Republicans tend to be some degree closer to an urban area as they complete higher levels of 
education. The paper also explores how information spreads in urban areas as opposed to rural 
areas. The findings show that rural areas now receive new information at similar rates as urban 
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areas through mass media. The group finds that rural populations place high importance on 
traditional values while urban areas are known to be progressive and tolerant because of the high 
population, high population density, and access to information. (Gimpel et al., 2020). This paper 
identifies population density as a factor that drives differences between urban and rural 
populations. 
           There are commonalities between states that have the highest amount of voter turnout. 
The factors that lead to Minnesota having the highest voter turnout are population density, access 
to resources. While unable to conclude what role population density plays but examining states 
with the highest rates of voter turnout in the 2020 election, all have a low population density 
compared to states with the highest populations. The second factor is access to resources. This 
can be defined in two ways, access to information, and access to the ballot box. Minnesota 
provides access to information in the form of free college. The Minnesota Office of Higher 
Education provides aid to its lowest-income students that functions as free college for students in 
the lowest income brackets. Minnesota is not the highest among states that have high percentages 
of citizens that hold a bachelor’s degree; however, there is some measurable impact to be found 
in this program. Second, Minnesota does everything it can to simplify voting for its citizens. The 
state requires individuals to be a state resident for at least 21 days, allows same-day registration, 
online registration, mail-in ballots; the state takes every step possible to encourage voters. When 
compared to states that had the lowest voter turnout, the presence of education programs paired 
with lack of access in some way is common. 
           In conclusion, Universities are found to have an impact on the economies of the 
immediate surrounding counties. Research that links education to higher rates of political activity 
follows trends in the United States. Factors such as income also have a role in this but are also 
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found to be related to higher education. The measure used for political activity in this paper is 
voting, however, an accurate picture requires measures that look at other forms of civic 
engagement as well. The political activity of the United States has unusual trends, but a closer 
look finds links between education, urban and rural area voting, population density, and access to 
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Appendix A  
 
 
Figure A1. This is a county by county breakdown showing which counties have the highest 
amount of bachelors degree holders; a higher value signified by a darker color and a lighter value 
























Figure B1. This image is a color coded breakdown of median household income by county in the 
United states from 2013-2017. Darker colors signify a higher value, and lighter colors signify a 
















Figure C1. This image is a breakdown of the 2020 US elections by county, it is color coded to 










Figure D1. This is an image that displays the location of every higher education institution in the 
United States. The dots are color coded as blue to be public universities, green to be private non 










Figure E1. This is a graphic of voter turnout in the 2020 election by state from greatest turnout at 





 Figure F1. This is a chart displaying states in order of percentage of state 






























Figure G2. This is a graph breaking down Minnesota’s population in to percentages based on 









Figure H1. This is a graph of US states ordered by state population density 
